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Event Report
History Lessons
—The Present of Feminist/

Queer Film Curation in Japan

Co-organisers:

Stefan WURRER (CGS Researcher)-subversive records
Reporter:

Fumina HAMASAKI (subversive records)

For this event (held on the 6th of March 2022), we invited experts and
practitioners of feminist/queer film theory and curation in Japan to discuss
how issues of gender and sexuality intersect within the realm of film and its
curation, and to shed light on the present of feminist/queer film curation in
Japan. This event was conducted online (Zoom webinar) and there were 191
participants.

In what ways is feminist/queer film curation a political practice? How have
feminist and queer issues intersected in film curation? One way we approached
these issues was through Barbara Hammer’s History Lessons (2000). Searching
for images of lesbian women — one of History’s Others — in archival footages
and documents, Hammer’s History Lessons was streamed for the first time in
Japan with Japanese subtitles by Atsuko Nishiyama. This film offered us an
opportunity to discuss the limits and possibilities of feminist and queer film
curation.

The event started with the introduction by Stefan Wiirrer, who co-
organised the event. Citing the words by Shulamith Firestone, Wiirrer
suggested that feminist art practices are often excluded from “history”. It was
also pointed out that feminist art expression and its history are not necessarily

always inclusive and produce the excluded “others”. Compared to the 1970s
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when the feminist film movement emerged, it seems that there is an increase
in opportunities of feminist/queer film festivals and screenings. However,
Wiirrer questioned if that truly reflects diversity, and whether it is superficial
phenomenon connected with capitalism and commercialism. By sharing these
concerns, Wiirrer evoked the speakers and audience to consider the “present”
of feminist/queer curation from different perspectives.

Fumina Hamasaki (a member of subversive records) gave a presentation
titled “Activism for/against Representations: A Brief History of the Feminist/
Queer Film Movements”. Hamasaki pointed out how “history” is connected
with “representation”, and how “representation” plays a significant role for
“survival”. Invoking the importance of paying attention to what was not
represented and excluded from the “history”, Hamasaki argued that the
feminist films and queerness emerged from the feminist film movement in the
late 1960s and 1970s aimed for women and queers as the “others” and the
“objects” to be looked at in the dominant discourse to acquire their own
representations and subjectivities. It is a political act to create counter-
discourses/representations and defy the politics of phallogocularcentrism. At
the same time, however, Hamasaki noted that even when the camera is used
for feminist and queer resistance, it is important to always consider who is
included and excluded from the practice.

Regarding how feminist/queer curation is practiced in Japan today, Kanako
Nakanishi (film programmer and a member of subversive records) gave a
presentation titled “Practice and Challenge of Feminist/Queer Film Curation
in Japan”. Nakanishi pointed out precarity and imperfection of archival
“history” because when it comes to researching the history of feminist/queer
film curation, whereas film screening events with budgets are likely to be
archived with programs and flyers, for those without budget, we would never
know if they even took place or existed. As an example of feminist film
curation, Nakanishi introduced “Women Filmmakers Festival”, which screened

the works of artists such as Mako Idemitsu and Kyoko Michishita. Nakanishi
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started film curation in the 2010s and it is when there was a decrease in the
number of “mini theatres” in Japan. Nakanishi pointed out this may be related
to the decrease in the number of screening feminist/queer films. Nakanishi
presented a practical report such as the ways to gain budgets and audience,
and how to lead to a next screening project, based on her film curatorial
practice: “Kawasaki Feminist Film Month” (2019) which screened Born in
Flames (1983) with Japanese subtitles for the first time in Japan. Referring to
subversive records’” “Feminist/Queer Film Month: Barbara Hammer” (2021),
Nakanishi made a critical point that how we could possibly gain budget as an
independent collective while resisting to be politically subsumed by the
country and establishment. In the end, Nakanishi argued for the significance
of creating a network through not only film screening but also interaction with
the audience like the feminist film movement in the 1970s did. Nakanishi also
suggested that curation—an act of “choosing” a specific work—is also an act
of “not choosing” other works, and that she would like to be aware of such
violent aspect of curatorial practice.

Akita Sho (normal screen) gave a presentation titled “A Paradise in the
Semi-Underground: Loosely Assembling Existence-Affirming Bundles of
Light”. Normal screen started in 2015 and selects films which have potential
for queer solidarity beyond areas and space, aiming to create a space where
LGBT people watch films safely. Referring to a non-profit organisation Visual
AIDS, which engages in activism through film screenings, Akita pointed out
that “Silence = Death” means not only that “if you remain silent, you would
be left to die,” but also “those who are forced to be silenced would be erased
(from archive/history)”. Thus, Akita argues for the significance of paying
attention to the “silence”. In relation to archive, Akita, looking back to the film
screening events of normal screen, emphasised the importance of listing up
the records of the events and films on the website of normal screen. As future
tasks, Akita mentioned the necessity to enhance information accessibility, and

also create an opportunity to consider censorship in Japan. At the end of the
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presentation, it was told that the “Assembling Existence-Affirming Bundles of
Light” in the title implies how queer existences create a space to live and
speculate by reflecting the light of a film in theatre.

Before online streaming of Barbara Hammer’s History Lessons, Emiko Inoue
(a member of subversive records) gave a presentation titled “Barbara Hammer
as Porn Doctor: An Introduction to History Lessons”, introducing Hammer’s
History Lessons. Inoue explained how Hammer was interested in in/visibility
— especially erasure of lesbians — in history, and pointed out that Hammer’s
History Trilogy such as Nitrate Kisses (1992), Tender Fictions (1995) and History
Lessons (2000) makes the invisible visible and strategically criticizes archive as
“testimony” of history. History Lessons focuses on the representations of
lesbians before the Stonewall Riots in 1969 and by using various archives such
as advertisements and propaganda films, it seeks to open up the queer reading
of them. History Lessons deploys not only the visual resources such as
pornographies and magazines but also the audio resources such as the songs
by Bessie Smith (who was a bisexual and blues singer), Lisa Ben (an editor of
lesbian magazine), and Gretchen Phillips (a lesbian and punk musician). Inoue
explained that “Porn Doctor” in the title of the presentation was an original
title of History Lessons, which Hammer took an idea from “spin doctor”
(meaning an act of broadcasting distorted reports in order to manipulate a
person in power or government) so as to criticize the fact that many lesbian
representations are created out of desire of heterosexual men. However, the
word “porn” was censored by its funding body.

Prior to the film streaming of History Lessons (2000), documents of rich
supplementary information regarding the film and subtitles made by Atsuko
Nishiyama were circulated.

After the film streaming, Professor Kanno Yuka (Doshisha University)
gave a presentation titled “Lesbian Screen: A History of Experimental Film by
Barbara Hammer”. Kanno argued that Hammer’s films represent plurality of

lesbian histories and also critically question the male-centred history of
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experimental cinema and framework of essential cinema. Kanno suggested
that throughout her life as a filmmaker Hammer projected bodies and histories
of lesbians onto “blank screen”, that lacks lesbian representations. Hammer’s
works, which were excluded from the “history” of essential cinema, were
screened in alternative space such as feminist books stores, women'’s coffee
house, and classroom of women'’s studies class. “Trilogy of invisible histories”
was also explained. Nitrate Kisses (1992) focuses on lesbian and gay histories
that were made invisible as its main theme and shows histories fragmentally
by using collages and montages in order to eschew the voyeuristic gaze. Tender
Fictions (1995) has autobiographical nature and foregrounds Hammer as an
image-maker (subject), not the object to be looked at. History Lessons (2000),
which was streamed in the event, intentionally reappropriates negative
representations of lesbians and produces queer criticisms. Furthermore, Kanno
introduced Maya Deren, whom Hammer was strongly influenced by, and Jane
Brakhage (Wodening), who Hammer was friends with. Regarding the
significance of Deren, Kanno pointed out that Hammer followed Deren by
inheriting bodiliness in works, the idea of creative geography (which Deren
created) and the role of filmmaker as performer. As for Jane Wodening, Kanno
maintained that Hammer filmed her in Jane Brakhage (1974) from a different
perspective to Stan Brakhage. In the end, Kanno suggested that histories that
Hammer attempted to show are counter-histories against formalism and
experimental cinema, and they are collective histories of lesbian and feminist
histories.

In Q&A session, the importance of investigating feminist/queer films in
different areas —not limited to north America or the UK—and of screening them
was discussed. Further, concerning video works, due to deterioration of VHS
as medium, it was pointed out that digitization of the video works is urgent
task. Also, the significance of enhancing information accessibility and of
acquiring budget to continue film screening events was shared and discussed.

The event indeed closely approached “the present” of feminist/queer
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curation by discussing the difficulties in the practices of feminist/queer film
curation in Japan today. As the title of the event “History Lessons” indicates,
from each presenter’s presentation and Hammer’s film History Lessons, the
event gave us a hint of what we should read from “history” and archives,
which are never “neutral”, and how we could possibly connect them to the

practice of feminist and queer activism.



